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'JOHN MUIR, THE GEOLOGIST OF THE YOSEMITE" 
ROBERT ENGBERG 
One reason for John Muir's successful leadership of the Sierra Club was his 
reputation for being morally correct and righteous in his cause. During his years as club 
president he also became the incorruptible figurehead for the entire American 
conservation movement, and in the public's eye became something more than the 
simple "mountaineer" Muir claimed to be. Muir knew the importance of his role as 
conservation leader, however, and willingly cultivated it; he sensed that his personality 
as well as his convictions were needed to bind together the different groups who 
wished to defeat the enemies of conservation. Muir allowed himself to be interviewed, 
hounded by the press and Club members, and to become the subject of countless 
debates and editorials. 
It was a strange fate for someone who as a young man had secluded himself for 
several years in the mountains of California. During the decade following his arrival in 
the state and his first visit to Yosemite in 1868, Muir kept to himself and to his studies; 
however, by the mid-1870s he had made a name for himself and was known to 
California's intellectual community. The geologist Joseph LeConte was among the first 
scientists to meet Muir and be impressed with the young naturalist's geological 
theories, and spoke of Muir in his own lectures. Mrs. Ezra Carr recognized Muir's 
writing abilities and urged him to send his thoughts "down" from the mountains. 
Others, including the sage Ralph Waldo Emerson who met Muir in Yosemite in 1870, 
offered accounts of Muir's boundless enthusiasm, his individuality in thought and 
appearance, and originality of mind. 
A contemporary newspaper article suggests the depth of the great naturalist's 
charisma and personality. Reprinted below, it was anonymously written in 1872 and 
widely published. Sometimes titled "An Enthusiastic Geologist" it evidently appeared 
in several American newspapers and, slightly edited, in the Scottish newspaper 
Haddingtonshire Courier on April 4, 1873. Probably the work of Muir's artist friend 
Born and raised in San Diego, Robert Engberg now teaches in La Jolla, where he specializes in the education of gifted 
children. An avid backpacker and member of the Sierra Club, he has contr ibuted articles to several publications focusing 
on the ou tdoors. In add ition, he is co-editor of ]olm Muir: To Yosemite and Beyond, published by the University of 
Wisconsin Press in 1980. 
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This portrait of john Muir by Billy 
Simms was completed in 187 3, the 
same year the article "john Muir, the 
Geologist of the Yosemite" was pub-
lished in the Wisconsin State Register. 
William Keith, it was composed shortly after the pair had camped together near 
Yosemite's Mount Ritter during the fall of 1872. The article is perhaps less fully 
accurate than we might like: its claim that Muir never carried a gun is of course false 
(he often hunted when a boy) and Muir himself later wrote he inadvertently shot a 
hiking companion during his first trip to Yosemite. And though Keith insists Muir 
would never "molest [even) a rattlesnake if it happens to lay in his path" we know 
that, too, is false. Yet the letter remains valuable. There is no other account quite like 
this charming article, in which Muir is shown to be the ecstatic, unconventional , 
self-effacing loner who is both scientist and poet, learner and teacher, recluse and host. 
Keith's romanticizing is only a minor distortion and the article remains a valuable 
complement to the few descriptions we have of Muir as a young man in Yosemite. The 
reprinted version below comes from the Wisconsin State Register [Portage, 
Wisconsin], February 1, 1873. 
JOHN MUIR, THE GEOLOGIST OF 
THE YOSEMITE. 
Four Years Among the Glaciers of the 
Sierra. 
The following brief sketch of the enthusiastic naturalist, John Muir, formerly of 
this city, who has for years been engaged in studying the geological aspects and 
phenomena of the great Yosemite Valley, is furnished by an artist friend who recently 
returned from a trip to the great canyon, where he saw the remarkable subject of the 
notice, and was in his company for several weeks: 
"John Muir is a man of about thirty-four or thirty-five years of age, medium height, 
strongly built, but rather spare in flesh, on account of his constant exercise. His hair is 
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Although Muir initially came to California to study indigenous plant life, the 
grandeur of a nearly pristine Yosemite laid its spell upon him from the time of 
his first visit in 1868 and turned his scientific interest to geology. 
dark-brown, his eyes are gray, and he wears a full flowing beard of sandy color. His 
complexion is bronzed by constant exposure to the sun and wind, but under it you can 
see the rich blood which bespeaks of perfect health. He has a face which gives out the 
expression that his moral condition is one of happiness and enjoyment of the pursuits 
in which he is engaged. ··"'; 
When equipped for one of his mountain rambl1s, he commonly wears a shirt and 
pants of some stout, common material, and goes· without either vest or coat. He 
invariably has a little pine or cedar bough stuck in his shirt button hole, which 
constitutes his only ornament. A felt hat and pair of hob-nailed shoes complete his 
outfit. Sometimes he carries a single blanket slung over his shoulders by a rope or 
strap, but if he anticipates much rough climbing, he always leaves that behind. His 
stock of provisions generally consists of a bag of oatmeal and some tea and sugar, with 
occasionally a little bread or a scant supply of crackers; and on an amount of these 
which would scarcely seem sufficient for more than one or two good meals for a heavy 
eater in good health, he will subsist and travel over the roughest country imaginable, 
sometimes for weeks together. 
Thus equipped he will start on one of his exploring expeditions into the heart of 
the high Sierras, and will travel farther in a day than any horse, to say nothing about 
climbing up mountains and across numberless deep canyons, where no horse could 
ever go. 
His scientific outfit consists of a pocket barometer, a small spirit level, and a 
notebook for recording his observations. 
When night overtakes him, he hunts a pitch-pine log, if possible, to make his camp 
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fire, and lays down alongside of it upon the naked rock to sleep. The cold is so great 
and the wind so keen in the mountains where he loves to roam, that a person not 
accustomed to it would almost perish with half a dozen blankets to keep him warm; 
but use seems to have made Mr. Muir insensible to their assaults. 
Whenever he gets into a very difficult country to travel through, he says he 
commonly follows the trails made by the bears, on account of the wonderful sagacity 
they show in selecting the best routes over difficult places. He has such confidence in 
the good nature and peaceable disposition-when not molested-of bears and all other 
beasts, that he never carries a gun or any other weapon. His doctrine is to be at peace 
with all creatures, if possible, and he carries this to such a length that he will not even 
molest a rattlesnake if it happens to lay in his path. 
Whenever a scientist visits the Yosemite Valley, Muir is always the first man he 
inquires for, and if he is fortunate enough to secure him for guide his trip will always 
prove both pleasant and instructive. 
Although not one man in ten thousand could follow him in his lonely rambles 
through the mountains, he is always courteous enough to try to accommodate his pace 
and route to the traveling capacities of his guests; but some of the places which he 
seems to consider easily accessible on horseback, would shock the nerves of most 
travelers on smooth pavements and climbers of steep and difficult stairways, very 
severely. 
One of his first rambles in pursuit of knowledge was a walk from Wisconsin to the 
lower end of Florida, in search of botanical specimens. 
He came to California more for the purpose of making botanical studies than 
anything else; but when he visited the Yosemite and neighboring mountains he was so 
struck with the wonderful geological phenomena there to be seen, that he turned his 
attention to that branch of science, and has now been about four years in that 
neighborhood studying the problem of mountain structure, and especially upon the 
agency of glaciers in that connection. He has discovered quite a number of living 
glaciers-large and small-among the high Sierras, and is busy observing their actions 
and applying the results of his observations to the elucidation of a great many 
geological riddles which have hitherto defied solution. 
Being so young a man and caring more for science for its own sake than for any 
celebrity which it may bring him, he is comparatively little known, excepting among 
the higher and more purely scientific circles, where he is already becoming well 
known; but when he comes to embody his researches in book form they will be found 
to constitute one of the most interesting chapters added of late to geological literature. 
Occasionally there is a scientific descriptive letter of his published in some of the 
leading periodicals; but as yet he has not published any regular report of his researches; 
and he says that he don't [sic] intend to do so until he has digested the whole subject 
thoroughly. In short the mania for book-making seems to have very slight hold upon 
him, and his ambition is much more to know than to be known. 
His love of nature is intense and poetic, as well as scientific in its character. He sees 
beauty in all the wonders of his mountain home, and is as impatient of the restraints of 
city life as was Thoreau. Simple and modest in his manner, he can become enthusiastic 
when the exciting cause has anything to do with Nature's handiwork. To such an 
extent does he carry his admiration and veneration for the mother power, that he finds 
no beauties in art which he does not give her credit for. On a recent occasion, while 
looking over a portfolio of photographs for the ancient architectural wonders of India, 
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This Carleton Watkins photograph of the Merced River in Yosemite clearly 
shows the wide variety of geologic phenomena and natural history subjects to 
be found in the region and perhaps, in its beauty and serenity, hints at the 
magic of Yosemite which engrossed Muir throughout the remainder of his life. 
he exclaimed: "This is nature-perfect grace and unity! It is nature reproducing herself 
through the mind of the architect!" But he found more interest, even, in the large 
photographs of the Himalayas. There were the living glaciers, and as his brightened 
eye traced out their track, and noted the deep imprints left on the mountain side by 
their progress, he said: "These must be grander than those of the Sierra." And then, 
after a pause, and in a quaint determined tone, he added; "I must go there; I must study 
those Himalayan glaciers-after I have finished with the valley." If his life is spared he 
will go to India, and when he goes California will lose one of the purest minded, most 
sincere, modest and energetic searchers after truth she has ever held within her 
borders. 
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